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ABSTRACT 
Australian forestry plantations have doubled in the past 15 years, with rural communities 
harboring a diverse range of positive and negative of economic, environmental and social 
impacts- the so-called triple bottom line (TBL). Utilising two Australian rural communities in 
Eden/Gippsland and Tasmania as qualitative case studies, this research explores how 23 non-
forestry affiliated rural residents perceive and experience the TBL economic, environmental and 
social impacts of plantation forestry. Residents criticized the economic plantation forestry 
benefits because of lengthy periods of inactivity and limited local employment, explaining that 
their community was reliant on the industry yet the promised economic benefits had never fully 
materialised. There was a sense the industry “plant and walk away”. Residents were concerned 
about the environment impact on water quality, water tables and fire hazards, although they 
praised plantation forestry for carbon sequestering, eradicating erosion and water run-off. 
Negative social impacts were described, specifically how the land-use change from farming to 
forestry had significantly reduced the local population, employment and need for services. 
Natural resource management and communication strategies are offered, derived from non-
forestry affiliated rural resident perspectives on how best to ensure sustainable forest 
development in their community.  
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The global forest and timber industry has grown rapidly in recent decades, increasing 14 million 
hectares between 2000 and 2005 (FAO, 2006). The Australian forest plantation industry has 
contributed to this growth, doubling in size from 1994 to 2009 (from 1.04 to 2.02 million 
hectares). Australia ranks sixth of countries with the largest forest area (FAO, 2006; DAFF, 
2010).This rapid expansion (although slowing in recent years) has not been without controversy, 
with notable disagreement in some sectors about the economic, environmental and social impacts 
of the Australian forest plantation industry. Local residents often express concerns about issues 
such as water use, the impact on soil and biodiversity and the wider socio-economic impact on 
local residents and businesses (Williams, 2009; Barlow & Cocklin, 2003).  
 
In response, interrelated concepts such as sustainability, corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
community engagement (CE) and triple bottom line (TBL) have emerged as compulsory best 
practice guidelines for doing business and have helped foster responsive and sustainable forest 
management (for a comprehensive discussion of these concepts, see Dare et al., 2011; Gordon et 
al., 2013). The aforementioned concepts reflect a critical change in community attitudes about 
the roles and responsibilities of business, from priority on economic benefits above all else, to a 
realisation that environmental and social issues and impacts are of equal importance. This 
balancing of economic, environmental and social issues has been conceptualised as ‘triple 
bottom line’ (TBL; GRI, 2004; Elkington, 1998),which argues that as well as economic benefits, 
the wider social and environmental benefits, costs and consequences of business activities must 
be identified, responsibly managed and discussed with stakeholders. Designed to foster 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility, TBL encourages businesses to responsibly 
consider the full economic, environmental and social impact of their actions (or inactions).This 
research utilises a TBL framework to explore how residents in two rural Australian communities 
perceive and experience the economic, environmental and social impacts of the forest plantation 
industry. Rural resident’s perspectives on how to ensure the sustainable development of the 
industry in Australian rural communities have important implications for natural resource 
management and communication strategies. Critically, the TBL framework was purposely 
selected as, unlike the sustainable forest management (SFM) framework used within the 
industry, TBL is better known in the wider community and has been utilised in a wide array of 
different sectors, thus enabling cross-industry comparisons (SFM encompasses similar concepts 
as TBL but is designed specifically for use within the forestry industry; see Dare et al., 2011; 
Gordon et al., 2013).  
 
Understanding the forest plantation industry expansion  
As well as demand, global climate change looms large in understanding the recent expansion of 
forestry industry and plantations. Current and future climate determines what and how well 
plantations will grow, while forests impact climate and levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide 
(Malmsheimer et al, 2008). The expansion of forestry plantations can help mitigate global 
climate change through carbon sequestration (Lasocki, 2001), and influence floodings, dust 
storms (Rudel, 2009), fire, land degradation and concerns about depleting natural forests (Tonts 
and Black, 2003). In Australia, the joint industry and government Plantations 2020 Vision 
strategy (2002) aims to sustainably increase Australia's plantation resourcesto meet future paper 
demand while protecting natural forests. Australian forest plantation is owned by public, private 
and jointly-owned ventures, including superannuation funds, timber industry companies, farm 
foresters and other private owners, managed investment schemes and governments (DAFF, 
2010). As of 2009, MIS's owned nearly 36% of the total plantations in Australia, giving them a 
marginal majority over the government sector (PJC, 2009). In 2009-10, during the global 
financial crisis, a number of Australian managed investment schemes went into receivership 
(Leys & Vanclay, 2011), furthering local community concerns about the viability, impact and 
financial benefits of the industry. Recent reports have highlighted the negative impact of this 
economic downturn on the industry, specifically owners, employees and local communities; in 
Tasmania, for example, between 2008 and 2010 forestry industry employment fell by 33%, with 
2310 jobs lost (see Schirmer et al., 2011).  
 
Economic, environmental and social impacts of forestry expansion 
Forestry plantations are often economically, environmentally and socially contentious. Globally, 
community disputes over the impact of forestry have been experienced in 35 different countries 
(Schirmer, 2007). Many individual farmers have recognised the benefits of apportioning their 
land for forestry. Whether self-managed or in joint ventures with forestry companies and/or 
governments, some farmers have successfully supplemented their income by diversifying their 
farming enterprises, positively impacting the local economy (Tonts & Black, 2003). However, 
managed investment schemes often face vast scrutiny, with complaints about the tax incentives 
available to investors and the compounding affects on the land market and natural resource costs 
for traditional rural producers (PJC, 2009).  Expansion of forestry in some regions often 
translates into concerns about reduced economic activity through demographic decline, which in 
turn impacts the sustainability of local services and infrastructure (Leys & Vanclay, 2010). For 
example, heavy load vehicles put pressure on local roads designed for low weight agricultural 
transport, with local councils obligated to maintain, upgrade and expand these roads (Tonts & 
Black, 2003).  
 
 
Diversifying their farming enterprises often enables farmers to mitigate environmental issues, 
such as soil salinisation, water logging and erosion (Tonts & Black, 2003).  Plantations on 
degraded farm land can improve the land quality, mitigate harvest pressures on native hardwood 
forests, act as wildlife corridors and facilitate carbon sequestration (Herbohn, 2000; Lasocki, 
2001). At a global level, forestry expansion is not always confined to degraded farm land; land 
clearing (specifically deforestation) has previously contributed negatively to global climate 
change, resulting in the loss of natural forest habitats and threatening plant and animal 
biodiversity (Heaton, 2006; Lasocki, 2001).   
 
The individual farmer often incurs social benefits. A recent qualitative and quantitative study of 
farmers who had diversified their enterprises to include forestry identified a range of social 
benefits, including improved lifestyle from reduced level of work, the opportunity to learn new 
skills and improved aesthetics with the growth of trees (Schirmer et al. 2008). However, the 
analysis is not so straight forward for rural communities with large-scale plantations. Several 
research studies suggests that some residents believe the negative social impacts outweigh the 
positive ones, describing how the outmigration of agricultural farming families reduces 
employee numbers in other sectors, lessens social interactions and may trigger the withdrawal of 
public and private services (Leys & Vanclay, 2010; Tonts & Black, 2003). Some researchers 
surmise that forestry expansion threatens uthe rural cultural of community norms, traditionally 
centred on farmers owning and controlling rural land (Schirmer, 2007). For example, one 
Canadian study reported that the high value placed on agriculture explained community 
resistance towards land-use change into forestry plantations (Neumann et al., 2007).   While 
land-use change is often criticised by local residents, Schirmer (2007) noted that this land-use 
change was preferable to farmers walking off the land in a comparative study of forestry 
expansion in two regions (Western Australia and Ireland).  
 
Community perceptions of forestry 
Clearly, the triple bottom line impacts of forestry expansion can be both positive and negative. 
The extensive analysis of TBL integrates global, national and local impacts; however, 
traditionally governments give relatively little attention to the local community impacts and 
instead give priority to the positive global and national impacts to justify expansion (Charnley, 
2006). To fully understand the impacts on local communities, we must also understand 
community member perceptions.   
 
Research in Ireland has highlighted the importance of trust, transparency and rural history. In 
north-western Ireland, Fléchard et al. (2007) used quantitative and qualitative approaches to 
examine 31 stakeholders (forestry producers, consumers or decision-makers) perceptions of the 
industry. They found that despite the improved relationship between rural communities and the 
forestry industry over recent years,   profoundly negative  mistrust of the industry persisted; 
driven primarily by a lack of communication and transparency. Focusing on community 
perceptions in two southern Ireland forestry regions, Ní Dhubháin et al. (2009) found that the 
region rich in forestry history felt pride in the industry, viewing it as part of their rural character; 
in contrast, residents in the region which had experienced a recent rapid increase in forestry held 
much more negative perceptions. Ní Dhubháin et al. (2009) identified history as a key 
component to acceptance, and like Fléchard et al. (2007), concluded that community 
participation and collaboration with forestry operators was essential to improve social 
acceptability and integrate social and environmental interests into the management of the 
industry 
 
The future of forestry in Australia 
In Australia, community involvement in the forest management has been a topic of contention 
since the early 1990's (Race & Buchy, 1999).  Heightened expectation of triple bottom line 
approaches to industry development and management are the norm of the wider community. An, 
emergent theme within rural communities is the expectation of an inclusive, adaptive and 
ongoing collaborative process (Race & Buchy, 1999).  Indeed, the handful of Australian studies 
exploring the impact of forest plantations have consistently identified similar key themes. 
Focusing on social constructs and economic transformation resulting from land-use change in the 
plantation regions of Victoria, Barlow and Cocklin (2003) identified population change, 
powerlessness and land-use as the key issues that contributed to residents feeling a sense of loss 
in terms of community and rurality.  Similarly, in interviews with 28 rural residents in north-
eastern New South Wales, Leys and Vanclay (2010) found most questioned the economic benefit 
of the plantation forestry industry to the local community. There was concern about the changing 
demographic composition of their community (towards an ageing and unemployed population), 
with many feeling that trees were displacing local families off farms. This had a negative flow on 
effect, as the viability of rural service businesses declined with negative socio-economic impacts 
on local schools and other services (e.g., local mechanic, grocer).  
 
Australian research into the impact and importance of community engagement in plantation 
forestry is not new. As Race and Buchy (1999) note, the implementation of collaborative 
processes can often be problematic, requiring communication, negotiation skills, an 
understanding of community diversity and the array of stakeholders with differing needs and 
expectations. Recently, Dare et al (2011) found that forest certification affected community 
engagement by Australian plantation companies, primarily building awareness and capacity 
amongst plantation managers. Gordon et al. (2013) interviewed stakeholders (farmers, forestry 
officials, local councils, neighbours, environmental organisations) across three forestry regions 
to explore current practices, barriers and opportunities for community engagement. They 
identified a critical need for industry-wide collaboration, particularly in developing a strong 
industry voice to enable effective community-wide engagement. There was a strong sense the 
industry needed to build trust and rapport with local communities, a challenging task given wide-
spread cynicism amongst locals from past practices and the lack of resources – financial, time 
and people. Industry stakeholders agreed that a significant challenge was reaching the broader 
audience, specifically “those in the community who lacked time or interest to be engaged by the 
forest plantation industry” (p68).  
 
To date, relatively little published research has focused on the perspective of local community 
stakeholders with no direct affiliation with, nor knowledge of, the industry. This study addresses 
this gap in the research literature, whereby non-forestry affiliated rural Australians in two 
traditionally agricultural communities identify the economic, environmental and social impacts 
of plantation forestry. Our research extends past studies by utilising an explicitly sustainable 
(triple bottom line) approach to investigate current community perceptions, and how local non-
forestry affiliated residents experience land-use change towards forestry. Given the expansion of 
plantation forestry in Australia, the findings may inform natural resource management by 
providing insight into resident’s perspectives on how to mitigate community concerns, improve 
social acceptability and ensure the sustainable development of plantation forestry in their 
communities.  
 
METHOD 
With an emphasis on individual experience, this research employed phenomenology to guide its 
qualitative methodological approach (Creswell, 2008; Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). To better 
understand the lived experiences and perspectives of residents from two rural Australian 
communities with well-established forest and timber industries, a phenomenological approach 
guided interviews and analysis. Our in-depth qualitative interview research was conducted in 
December 2009, to discover how non-forestry affiliated residents perceive and experience the 
economic, environmental and social impacts of plantation forestry in their local community.  
 
Case Study Communities  
We selected two comparable communities within Australian regions with well established forest 
and varied timber industry sub-categories, such as State forest reserves and plantation timber 
industries: two small communities within the Eden/Gippsland (on the border of New South 
Wales and Victoria) and Tasmania regions were selected and titled Community 1 and 2 to 
maintain anonymity. Community locations and characteristics are displayed in Figure 1 and 
Table 1.  
 
Table 1: Characteristics of case study communities  
Local Government Area (LGA) Characteristics Community 1 Community 2 
Population in 2008  
(ABS, 2010a & 2010b) 
2,601  
(Town = 1,206) 
7,294  
(Town = 1,922)  
Population density (persons/km2)  
(ABS, 2010a & 2010b) 
0.7 2.3 
Local Government Area (LGA) (ha)  
(ABS, 2010a & 2010b) 
394,560 322,762 
Area of Agricultural Commodities (ha) in 2006 
(ABS, 2010a & 2010b) 
195,137 125,614 
Employment in Agricultural, Forestry & Fishing 
(percentage) in 2006  
(ABS, 2010a & 2010b) 
37% 25% 
Area of Hardwood Plantations (ha)  
(DAFF, 2006) 
565 12,627 
Area of Softwood Plantations (ha)  
(DAFF, 2006) 
32,484 14,328 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Case study communities - distribution of plantations in Eden/Gippsland and Tasmania 
(Source: National Plantation Inventory, 2006 - adapted by author) 
 
Participants and Study Populations  
Utilising a purposive sampling strategy,  twenty-three participants (aged over 18 years and had 
no direct involvement with the forest or timber industry) were selected: 10 from Community 1 
and 13 from Community 2. In each community, the local council,  key organisations and local 
groups  assisted in identifying potential participants. During December 2009,  contacts were 
made  via phone and/or email, and subjects were interviewed at lengthonce it was ascertained 
that they were not directly or indirectly  involved in the forestry industry (this meant they had no 
detailed knowledge of the industry based on wider family or close friends experiences).  The 
participants held a range of occupations and included both males (11) and females (12), who 
ranged in ages from 20 to 84 years (see Table 2).  
 
 
Procedure 
Standard interview and ethical protocols were followed. Formal ethical clearance was obtained  
from the university human research ethics committee and written informed consent was obtained 
from each participant prior to the interview. Potential participants were invited to participate in a 
semi-structured interview in their own home (lasting approximately one hour) to gain a detailed 
first-person description. Interviews remained flexible to explore individual issues of most 
importance to residents. Eight open-ended questions were asked, with the use of prompts where 
necessary, to explore their perceptions and opinions about climate change and forestry. The 
broad topics explored: resident’s perceptions of the environment, climate changes and those 
responsible, information channels regarding climate change, positive and negative effects climate 
change might have on this region, and attitudes toward forests/forest industry. This article 
focused on the responses about perceptions and attitudes towards the forestry industry in their 
local community (for more detailed analysis on resident’s views on climate change, please see 
Buys, et al., 2012 and Buys et al., in press). 
 
Table 2: Participants socio-demographic profile  
 
Code* Gender Age range^ Occupation Length of residency 
C1-1 F 65-69 Motel/restaurant owner 24 years 
C1-2 F 45-49 Assistant librarian 30 years 
C1-3 F 30-34 Bank manager 33 years 
C1-4 F 75 or above Retired office administrator 56 years 
C1-5 F 55-59 Economic development 
officer 
15 years (back and forward since 
1972) 
C1-8 M 50-54 Merchandise manager last 10 years (as well as 
childhood: up till 18 years) 
C1-9 F 50-54 Council Corporate Service 
Management 
All my life, apart from school and 
five years working in Sydney. 
C1-10 M Not 
disclosed 
Not disclosed 12 years 
C1-11 M 60-64 Semi-retired farmer 60 years 
C1-12 M 60-64 Retired 4 years 
C2-1 F 40-44 Sustainable development 
manager (PT) 
5 years 
C2-2 M 40-44 Scientist 3 years 
C2-3 M 60-64 Farmer 12 years 
C2-4 F 50-54 Retired 24 years 
C2-5 F 55-59 Retired teacher aid 48 years 
C2-6 F 45-49 Primary healthcare 
coordinator 
2.5 years 
C2-7 M 75 or above Retired electrician 30 years 
C2-8 M 65-69 Architect 5 years 
C2-9 M 60-64 Minister of Religion 10 months 
C2-10 F 55-59 Homemaker  10 months 
C2-11 F 40-44 Youth health officer 18 years 
C2-12 M 20-24 Student Not disclosed 
C2-13 M 65-69 Semi-retired management 
consultant 
47 years  
*Code: C1 = Community 1; C2 = Community 2  
^ As participants are sometimes reluctant to reveal their exact age, they were asked to indicate an 
age range   
Analysis 
All interviews were audio-recorded and later professionally transcribed, with a manual thematic 
analysis conducted to identify key categories, themes and patterns (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 
2005). Three iterative steps were involved in the thematic analysis. First, transcripts were read 
and re-read to identify the overarching themes. Detailed notes were made in the margins, 
highlighting potentially significant issues. Second, coding was done manually, with common and 
contrasting concepts identified, highlighted and grouped. In this process, all significant 
experiences, phrases, expressions, or words were labelled.  In developing themes, we were aware 
of and looked for two things: the common experiences and viewpoints shared by all participants 
(the dominant or majority voice) and the aberrant experiences (the minority voice; Creswell, 
2008). Both are depicted in the results section, with multiple exact quotes depicted to help 
readers judge for themselves the accuracy of our analysis. Third, themes were identified, 
reviewed, categorised and named to create a comprehensive picture of how rural community 
residents perceive the forestry industry and the impacts - economic, environmental and social - it 
creates. This coding process was repeated until the point of data saturation, where no new themes 
emerged.  
 
RESULTS 
At the onset it is important to note that the vast majority of participants affirmed the importance 
of forest and plantation industries in both regions, expressing support for maintaining current 
plantation timber levels (albeit subject to changes). However, participants could also clearly see 
the economic, social and environmental impacts of plantation forestry, which in turn had both 
positive and negative consequences for their local rural community. Four key themes were drawn 
out from the data and are discussed in turn: economic impacts, social impacts, environmental 
impacts and future directions of the industry.   
 
Theme 1: The economic impact of forestry  
From an economic perspective, forestry was viewed as important to these communities but 
residents generally felt that the negative impacts typically outweighed the positives (see 
indicative quotes in Table 3). 
 
The negative economic impacts of plantation forestry - “It's a real disappointment”  
The majority (over three-quarters) primarily see forestry as an economic disappointment, 
believing it fails to work in conjunction with the existing agricultural industry and has not 
delivered promised employment opportunities. With initial expectations that the industry would 
'co-exist' well with agriculture (boosting employment and infrastructure), some had seen no 
benefits eventuate and felt their community had actually suffered economically. They criticised 
the industry for lengthy periods of inactivity and were bewildered at the recruitment of non-
resident employees and contractors for the small periods of work the plantations offer. 
Participants were sceptical about the industry, holding little trust in their intentions after 20 year 
long promises for a new processing plant had yet to be fulfilled:  "when we see the cement being 
poured, then we will start believing that we are getting a new mill in town" (C1-1).   
 
Participants in each region also discussed the impact of Managed Investment Schemes (MIS).  
According to the participants, the plantation timber industry was able to buy prime agricultural 
land at inflated prices, creating an "unfair playing field" (C1-11). Concerned for young farmers, 
who were considered most at risk due to their inability to remain competitive, one highlighted 
the broader community impacts: "if you lose that young blood, it's just - it's just vital to the 
community, everybody loses out" (C1-11). Residents were also unhappy with the structure of the 
schemes, believing that they were more about tax deductions for investors than about a viable 
timber industry or a viable local community. 
 
 
The positive economic impacts of plantation forestry  
Despite experiencing multiple negative impacts, the vast majority still acknowledged that 
plantations made some positive economic contribution. Although there was a sense that there 
might be regional or even state benefits, there was a real question mark over whether there was 
any positive local economic impact. Only a minority felt that it "underpins the economy of the 
community" (C1-1).  Approximately a third of participants believed that the industry was 
undervalued and under supported by locals and governments alike, suggesting that it needs to be 
sizeable in order to remain competitive. They felt the forestry industry should be the 
community’s first priority, believing that they needed the industry to survive: "it's what keeps 
this community going" (C2-12) and "if (it) wasn't around, the town wouldn't exist" (C1-3).  One 
participant, whilst agreeing with the view that the industry is economically important, reiterated 
the necessity to create a balance with the existing agricultural industry. 
 
Theme 2: Social impact on the community  
Participants exclusively focussed on the long-term negative socio-economic impacts that they 
felt were currently being overlooked by those in power (local, state and federal governments, see 
indicative quotes in Table 4). Although a handful of positive economic impacts are previously 
identified, no positive social impacts were revealed in the data.  
 
Table 3: The economic impacts of forestry 
Negative 
Impacts 
Economically - it's gone backwards like a lot of other rural communities I suppose and we 
haven't really benefited. The forestry development that's happened, our community hasn't 
benefited. It really had the opposite effect. (C1-4) 
 
Plantation forestry's, really - it's a real disappointment to us.  We thought that we would 
replace farming families with plantation workers... a lot of the logs they pull out are just - 
either taken for pulp or taken away to be processed.... once they go to harvest full-time, you 
know, the roads are going to play up.... there's a lot of old wood bridges and roads that 
won't handle it. (C1-8) 
 
It has been a problem for us in this region because previously the superannuation fund 
people would come and purchase land... and they didn't really care about how much it was 
costing... so our land values went up... which then put rates up and stuff like that and the 
farmers - they call themselves the real farmers - were saying, 'Well, hold on, the value of 
our land hasn't gone up.  It's only because this stupid MIS and all of the tax breaks it gets, 
now we are having to pay for it.'  So we certainly, over the last five years, have had quite a 
bit of land taken up by MI schemes. (C2-1) 
Positive 
Impacts 
In this community the balance goes to all economic development... the community’s 
livelihood depends upon it. And that’s the problem between plantation versus agriculture, 
that’s a tension because the community depends on both and you don’t want to move the 
balance too far one way or the other or else things aren’t viable. (C2-3) 
 
 
The negative social impacts of plantation forestry: “plant and walk away”  
Participants were surprised at what they perceived as the lack of regulation, believing that any 
other industry that caused such a significant socio-economic upheaval to a community would be 
subject to more rigorous scrutiny. They felt conflicting State and Commonwealth regulations 
allowed and encouraged expansion of the plantation timber industry to the detriment of small 
rural communities, who consequently experience considerable outmigration. Specifically, 
participants identified social dislocation, loss of population, decline in employment, loss of 
services and failure to honour undertakings as being some of the negative socio-economic 
impacts of the plantation forestry industry.  
 
In one district, participants described how the number of rural properties acquired by the 
plantation industry had directly led to a local population decline of as much as a quarter, which 
resulted in significant social upheaval.  They reminisced about “how it used to be” when the land 
was used for agriculture, describing how the decline in population (a direct result of the 
transition to forestry)  had reduced the scope, scale and viability of local employment, businesses 
and services, including health care and education. The insufficient district population made 
maintaining teachers at the local school and doctors increasingly difficult. This negative social 
change was evident in both regions, with a number of participants disillusioned with the long-
term ramifications. As well as the economic impact of externally recruited labour, there was 
concern about how this impacted socially on their communities through decreased social 
interaction and community camaraderie.  
 
Theme 3: Local and global environmental impacts  
Environmental impacts were generally less salient to these participants than the economic and 
social impacts of forestry. One explained how there was an overall community perception that 
environmental issues are simply not relevant. 
Table 4: The social impacts of forestry 
Negative 
Impacts 
Well, this community is a very good community to live in because it's a small community 
and most people care about each other and look after each other.  It's been decimated in 
the last few years with pine plantations coming in, buying up farming land and they have 
lost a lot of the farmers.  The farmers are basically the backbone of your community... Two 
levels of government were responsible for the mess that's happened here.  One, the Feds 
with the MIS, two the State, their planning rules. Their planning rules on plantations are 
appalling. (C1-9) 
 
You put a dairy farm in, you have got at least 24/7 job. You put trees in, you walk away and 
leave it for 20 years. So the whole family, there's whole bus routes, there's whole 
classrooms that have disappeared because there's no school children there. They have 
moved on. So that's changed the community; already we have noticed those. (C2-4) 
 
One thing that changed with the forestry was that when - and the schools and things like 
that, people lived in the community, they became part of the community.  But now they 
travel.  A lot of the forestry workers, they travel in and out of Launceston every day.  So they 
don't join the sports teams, they don't join the clubs, they don't - so I think that's a downer. 
(C2-5) 
 
No, I would have to say that it's not that they are not important, they are not relevant - 
they don't see the relevance, so therefore they don't see the importance.  It's - no, it 
doesn't even - it's not even a thought that would enter their head to think about (C2-6). 
Despite this, some positive and negative impacts were identified, with a few participants 
discussing them from a local as well as global perspective (see indicative quotes in Table 5). 
 
The negative environmental impacts of plantation forestry - “I cry for the trees” 
The industry was generally recognised as a monoculture with a negative impact on bio-diversity, 
specifically a "measureable effect on the environment, which is detrimental to the future" (C2-
13). Participants described the impact on water quality and water tables, as well as fire hazards 
and risks associated with the way plantation timber was planted, calling for more accountability 
from the industry. Whilst plantations faced criticism, they were deemed the lesser of two evils 
compared to local deforestation, with a number of participants believing "it is better for our 
community to re-vegetate… areas that shouldn't have been cleared in the first place" (C1-11). 
 
The positive environmental impacts of plantation forestry - “forests are critical to the planet” 
Positive impacts and perceptions were also identified, with one participant highlighting how the 
industry had made vast improvements to eradicate their negative environmental impacts. 
Plantations were specifically cited for their ability to eradicate erosion and water run-off on over-
cleared land, as well as an opportunity to engage in carbon sequestering that provides "a good 
bonus for farmers and could offset the negatives" (C2-7). However, a TBL approach to using 
plantations as a mitigation method was emphasised, with the concept of diversification of 
existing farms viewed positively.  Asked about their understanding of climate change, some 
participants expressed their view that forestry is indeed important, not just locally, but globally, 
as "forests are critical to the planet” (C1-12). The issue of supply and demand of forestry 
products was raised by one, who felt it was their community's responsibility to allow plantations. 
Reduction of plantations would inevitably contribute to increased deforestation in other regions, 
with suggestions that "more of the forests in Brazil, Indonesia, Malaysia, wherever will be cut 
down" (C2-9).  
 
Table 5: The environmental impacts of forestry 
Negative 
Impacts 
I was with the fire brigade five years ago, or so, and we have had big forestry burns. Now, 
they walk in, put the forest in, walk away and it's the local community that are then 
responsible for keeping that from burning your town down. So from that type of impact, it 
would be nice to know that there is more support from forestry, more corporate 
responsibility was taking place. (C2-4) 
 
Well, forest industries are important to this region, but I just wish they would... place, like, 
renewable forest industries (on) land that they have already trashed.  You know, don't cut 
any more forests down.... I don't think forestry should be encroaching on farmland (or) any 
more old growth forest. (C2-11) 
 
 
Theme 4: Future directions of forestry- "just needs communication and a different mindset" 
Participants overall were very concerned about the future of their rural communities, of which 
forestry was now an established part. Despite the negative aspects identified earlier, the majority 
expressed support for maintaining current plantation timber levels, albeit subject to changes.  
 
In terms of precisely how to move forward, however, there was wide range of conflicting views. 
One saw expansion of the forestry industry as a means of positive growth for their community 
and a minority felt it should be cut by half or removed completely (see indicative comments in 
Table 6). These extreme views were balanced by the majority who could see that the industry 
had both positive and negative impacts; in turn, this made the future prospect of the industry both 
good and bad for their community. Better planning was identified as critical; one participant was 
especially disgruntled at the insufficient decisions made by operators and the lack of action from 
government to rectify the problem. For the majority, the answer lies in creating a balanced 
relationship between the agricultural and forestry industries, specifically improving planning, 
integration and management. 
 
 
 
 
 
Positive 
Impacts 
I think forestry, because of the pressures of the greenies way back, they have tidied their 
act up and I think they do an excellent job now of being very, very cautious.  (C2-5) 
 
If they think climate change is going to be a very serious long-term problem.. storing carbon 
in wood is one of the solutions and there's huge land in private areas of Australia quite 
suitable to achieve that end.  But they have got to talk to land holders and restructure the 
whole thing to make it work. The farming community that I am involved with and talk to on a 
regular basis, the great majority of those would be more than happy to have a percentage of 
their land under trees forever. (C1-11) 
 
Table 6: The future of forestry - would increasing plantation forestry be good or bad for your community? 
Bad I do not think that they are important at all.  In fact, every time I see a log truck on the road, I 
nearly cry.  I cry for the trees.  I don't think forestry manages forests.  I think they destroy 
forests... there needs to be demonstration to the community that we can live and survive 
without forestry. (C2-6) 
Good & Bad Increasing the plantation timber, it will obviously wreck some of our - you are taking space 
away from farmers or you are getting rid of pristine, you know, natural sort of forests.  So it's 
good and bad.  Both are good and bad.  But with regard to this community, it will be good 
increasing the amount of plantation because that's what keeps this place running. (C2-12) 
Good There's definitely a place for it but the planning for plantation expansion seriously needs 
looking at... get it located in more desirable areas of the shire, both for the existing land 
users and for the long-term benefit of the community... We can see there's a win/win - 
everybody can win out of this, if things are done differently.  This is the argument. We are 
not trying to stop one industry and promote the other one.  We're trying to integrate the two 
industries but in a different way to what's being done at the moment... To me there's just 
positives, but it just needs, well, communication and a different mindset. (C1-11). 
 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
This qualitative research provides unique insight into how rural, non-industry affiliated 
Australian residents perceive their local plantation forestry and its triple bottom line (TBL) 
impacts on their rural community. While most generally understood the importance of the 
industry and accepted its presence, the majority are quite disappointed about the economic 
benefits and concerned about the social impact on their community. These non-industry affiliated 
residents felt that significant changes to the implementation, management, engagement and 
communication strategies were required in to reduce the negative impacts and help ensure a 
sustainable future for both the industry and their local community. Our findings about these local 
(non-industry affiliated) residents’ perspectives highlight the importance of community 
engagement for sustainable forestry development in rural Australia.  
 
Requiring 20 years to economic maturity, land-use change and significant levels of inactivity has 
evidently resulted in long-term TBL consequences for the study regions. Issues of trust identified 
previously (Fléchard et al., 2007) were voiced, as participants listed a host of broken promises 
offered to placate opposition to plantation operations. Participants decried the lack of processing 
plants and subsequent lack of employment opportunities that had been promised. Questioning 
their role as positive corporate citizens, participants felt plantation operators were also 
responsible for the diminished agricultural employment opportunities and, therefore, should offer 
the limited forestry employment opportunities to local contractors (particularly farmers and 
farming families displaced by the introduction of forestry). This study highlights the importance 
of local employment development in rural Australian forestry communities, differing from 
Fléchard et al's (2007) Northern Ireland finding that the creation of employment opportunities is 
a low priority for rural residents. Reclaiming responsibility for the generation of employment 
opportunities would also address the very real concern residents held towards the dislocation of 
farming families and associated social and economic impacts.  
 
In line with Barlow and Cocklin's (2003) findings, participants in our study expressed key 
concerns about the outmigration of community members, impacting upon their health and 
education systems as well as social interaction. Although some plantation operators provided 
support for local communities, participants indicated they did not think this was standard 
behaviour and felt the industry had failed to adequately address the loss of social cohesion that 
has occurred since plantation establishment. Social and economic impacts were not the only 
source of concern. The two study communities understood the potential for forestry to provide 
environmental opportunities for climate change adaptation and mitigation into the future. 
However, participants expressed dismay at the operator’s perceived neglect in developing the 
plantations and walk away - leaving communities to deal with heightened risks of fire and 
impacts on biodiversity. Residents voiced first-hand experience and concern as to whether 
industry, in its current form and under current prudential regulation and supervision, has the 
social responsibility necessary to undertake this function.  
 
While forestry has an accepted and important role in the future of these rural communities, in 
line with Ní Dhubháin et al’s (2009) findings, the sense of pride for the industry found in 
traditional forestry communities was seemingly absent. Significant changes are required in order 
to meet the needs of local residents and shift their perceptions about the industry. Overall, 
participants expressed disappointment in the implementation and management strategies of the 
industry, showing a significant degree of concern about the future of their region if current 
practices were to persist. Many of these concerns have been critically raised before. In Australia, 
Dunn and Williams (2007) identified a number of community concerns in regards to population, 
employment, community cohesion, services and local businesses, land values, biodiversity, 
viability, sustainability and equitable distribution of impacts across communities, localities and 
industries. To varying degrees, our study exposed most if not all of these community concerns 
(with little differentiation between the two regions), verifying that little improvement has been 
made to address key community concerns. Clearly different strategies are required to implement 
change from the rural community vantage. At this juncture, however, we need to acknowledge 
that these findings need to be interpreted with two key points in mind: we purposely recruited 
non-industry affiliated residents to explore general local beliefs and the study was conducted in 
2009 (with significant changes to industry conditions, practice and engagement since then; see 
Gordon et al., 2013).  
 
Conclusions and Implications 
The rapid increase of forest and plantation timber industries in our case study regions has had 
significant triple bottom line impacts on their rural communities. A consistent reiteration of 
Australian qualitative studies examining community perceptions of forestry reveals common 
areas of discontent. While our study reaffirms that Australian rural communities are concerned 
about a broad range of TBL impacts and seek both change and accountability from the forestry 
industry, the findings must be regionally interpreted subject to inherent research limitations. Our 
study is limited by the selection of rural communities (traditionally agricultural and newly 
forestry-dependent), recruitment strategy, and participant selection. This qualitative research has 
provided an in-depth understanding of community perceptions versus more quantitative methods 
that can be subject to predetermined barriers (Grunig ,1990). This point deserves emphasising: 
our research focus here is on identifying what rural (non-industry affiliated) residents believe 
about are the TBL impacts (both positive and negative) on their community. These perceptions 
may or may not be accurate, but they are how – at the time of the data collection – the industry 
was perceived by local residents. Other research (see Dare et al., 2011; Gordon et al., 2013) has 
documented the perspective from industry stakeholders and how the industry is addressing 
community concerns; future research should explore the impact of these changes. Much more 
qualitative and quantitative research can ellucidate the extent to which rural residents, across 
Australia and around the world, perceive the impacts of the forestry industry on their 
communities. Despite these limitations, the present study has significant practical implications 
for the forest industry collaborative planning process and the unintended consequences of 
government policy within a globally changing landscape. 
 
The ideal future for these communities encapsulates a balance between agricultural and forestry 
land-use, improved planning, tighter regulation and industry responsibility for industry impacts. 
Thus, this study identifies five key changes recommended in order to guide the sustainable 
development of forestry in rural communities.  
• First, it is recommended that impact assessments are conducted on current forestry and 
plantation industries in regional and rural communities to assess unforeseen negative 
TBL impacts and to examine opportunities to mitigate or correct imbalances which may 
have occurred. As companies routinely undertake socio-economic impact assessment as 
part of forest certification, much of this activity is already underway (Dare et al., 2011; 
2012): unfortunately, our research suggests that local residents not affiliated with the 
industry are generally unaware of these processes and any subsequent industry activities 
or initiatives.  
• Second, in the implementation stage the industry must integrate better into the 
community ensuring that it co-exists with agriculture, rather than eradicating it.  
• Third, industry managers must take responsibility for the long-term inactivity, ensuring 
they create employment opportunities through processing plants and recruit local labour 
where possible; such a local employment initiative would counteract lost agricultural 
employment opportunities.  
• Fourth, forestry policy needs to include alternative approaches to encouraging plantations 
on private land including incentives to private landowners to re-vegetate bio-diverse 
native forests, as well as examine opportunities for future bio-diverse plantations that can 
fulfil a number of social and economic outcomes including climate change mitigation.  
• Fifth, corporate social responsibility must not only be expected but required and 
regulated with standard practice procedures implemented to ensure plantation operators 
do not transfer impacts of their operation onto the communities in which they operate, 
including increased fire risk. Specifically, a regular industry presence is required to 
monitor and respond to these flow-on TBL impacts, including the loss of social cohesion. 
As this study was conducted in 2009, in the years since then, plantation companies have 
actively implemented numerous corporate social responsibility systems and processes; 
future research should explore the impact of these initiatives on local residents and 
communities.  
 
Critically, like other researchers (e.g., Fléchard et al., 2007; Ní Dhubháin et al, 2009), we 
recommend that these practical measures be designed and implemented through a collaborative 
framework that fosters   community stakeholders participation to address and mitigate 
community concerns; while ensuring local values and unique requirements of individual 
communities are understood and addressed. This TBL analysis has highlighted rural non-industry 
affiliated resident’s current beliefs and perceptions, illustrating the factors that must be addressed 
for communities to have greater confidence in the performance, management and place of 
plantation forestry in rural communities.  
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